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Abstract
Histor)’ is not just about people, places and time. History is about culture,
ideology and belief systems.' History is about change; the threat of change and the cost of
change. As history is continuously being made, culture is continuously changing to
reflect the past, present, and future. One cannot study the continents of Africa and North
America without studying and understanding religion. Religion, namely Christianity and
Islam, has had some of the greatest impacts on African and North American soil. History,
culture, and religion thus play a symbiotic relationship in identity formation, ideology.
and interpretation.

This thesis deals with the Christian religious tradition in relation to the ideology
of white supremacy. By contrasting the history and ideologies of the Dutch Reformed
Church of South Africa and the Presbyterian Church of America, this thesis will attempt
to show that past history and the present culture affect the way religious communities
interpret sacred texts. The primary objective of this thesis is to demonstrate the
interactive role of history, culture, and religion within religious communities and society
in order to breed conscious awareness of how these institutions are mutually effective.
Religious adherents are not only products of their faith but also their ideology as formed
by society, history, and social stratification.^ This thesis will demonstrate the importance

^ Culture is influenced by religion and economy and, as observed in the South African
and Southern ideological context, is a key determinant in the interpretation of Biblical
texts. William Schweiker refers to culture as encompassing “whole ways of life
characterized by distinctive blends of intellectual, moral, and aesthetic sensibilities,
values, and behaviors that are shared in common by particular groups of people in
specific times and places'* (qtd. in Grelle 130).
How people picture, understand, interpret and respond to reality therefore makes up
their worldview, or ideology. Because ideology serves as a w'ay of interpreting reality.
3

of culture and history in relation to religion by deconstructing how racial ideologies are
formed in the case countries.

The Dutch Reformed Church (hereafter DRC)of South Africa and Presbyterian
Church of America (hereafter PCA)will serve as lens to observe these developments.
The development of racism in the DRC and PCA will be compared to expose how
religious communities can interpret texts to favor the interests ofthe dominant group. The
purpose of this paper is not to blame one race, religion or denomination but to become
further aware of the way historical and interpretative agendas shape attitudes about

race.

The research suggests that, in studying religion in relation to social constructions such as
racism, religious communities must not simply study the sacred text and interpretations
but must also be aware of the role of culture in interpretation. For this reason, I argue that
it is important that Biblical scholars, theologians, and authors are familiar with tools to
approach interpretation with the awareness of specific socio-historical developments in
society.

religion is often used to give meaning to ideologies, and can also be thought of as an
ideology.
4
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Introduction
Although race is a significant factor in studying modem society, it did not hold as
much social significance in ancient societies in which the sacred texts of Christianity
were constructed. As sociologists Joe Feagin and Clairece Feagin observe, the social and
cultural contexts ofthese societies were based on cultural-ethnic constmctions rather than
biological-race categories (11). Drawing from the work of African American sociologist
St. Clair Drake, Feagin & Feagin support Drake’s claim that early European contact,
during the Egyptian, Greek and Roman periods, gave greater social significance to
culture and nationality rather than physical traits (ibid.). Though color consciousness did
exist, it never developed into a socially significant hierarchy that cast Afncans as an
inferior species or race as it would in sixteenth century Europe (ibid.). Feagin and Feagin
trace ideological racism to the imperial expansion ofthe modem world, with the
exploitation and oppression ofthe Americas and Africa between the 1400s and 1800s
(12). This thesis deals with the racial ideology resulting from European migration and
initial contact between European and indigenous populations, followed by slavery, and
later developments of institutionalized racism through segregation and apartheid. The
purpose of this introductory chapter is to introduce the sociological and religious studies
tools applied to the research of this thesis, provide a historical overview of racial
fonnation and demonstrate that religious interpretation has been dominated by
Eurocentric ideology and thus often reflects their priorities or interests and marginalizes
other groups.

6

Racism is difficult to define because of its many contributing factors: biology,
ethnicity, culture, religion, politics, economics, education, and other social differences
among people groups(Koopman,“Racism” 153).^ Racism is a macro level concept,
meaning it is a broad term with many working definitions, but a concept in which we will
use religion as a micro level lens to understand the development of racial ideology. As
noted above, religion is not the only contributor to racial ideology but its role is
significant for deconstructing the racism of the past. If churches were used to develop
intentional systems of racial oppression, as evident in the role of the Dutch Reformed
theologians and ministers in the development of apartheid, and churches were used in the
fight against such ideology, as is evidenced by the Civil Rights movement in the United
States, then churches may serve as the battleground for reconciliation (Smith 74). As
ideas of human rights have shifted to include people of all color in South Africa and
North America, the church has had to address its power and privilege gained at the
expense of minority oppression: “One National Council of Churches group portrayed
systemic racial discrimination this way: ‘Both consciously and unconsciously, racism is
enforced and maintained by the legal, cultural, religious, educational, economic, political,
environmental and military institutions of societies. Racism is more than just a personal
attitude; it is the institutionalized form of that attitude’”(Feagin & Feagin 22). First,
however, it is vital to understand how the biological component of race was developed
and emerged to be a prevailing ideology in the modem world.

^ Race, according to racial fomiation theory, is no longer considered to be based in
biology but is seen as a social construct defined especially by the actions of go\ emmenis
(Feagin & Feagin 409).
7

Race, according to American sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant, is “a
pre-eminently socio-historical concept” which did not appear until the 16^ century (11).
The development of race follows the history of European explorers of Africa, Asia and
the Americas where they came into contact with people who differed from them in
appearance, language, and culture (Feagin & Feagin 6). For the purpose of maintaining a
structured overview of racial development, we will focus on the biological component
connected to ideological racism, as it is the one that most scholars and theologians used
to form their theological approaches that contributed to the ideology of racism."^ Though
there are many definitions of race, the one used in this project is that of race as a category
used to differentiate people based on physically observable traits which society has
deemed as socially significant.

According to Feagin and Feagin, beginning in the late 1600s the group classified
as “white” was not only the dominant group in terms of economics and politics but also
controlled the racialization of society (6). In other words, whites were the group who
historically structured modem day society through public policy, scientific research and
cultural formation. “Scientific racism,” developed by whites, was based on biological
factors and used to justify the spread of European colonialism in Asia, Africa, and the

Ideological racism is defined as “an ideology that considers a group's unchangeable
characteristics to be linked in a direct, causal way to psychological or intellectual
characteristics, and that on this basis distinguishes between superior and inferior racial
groups”(Feagin & Feagin 407). A key contributor to the promotion of racism within
these denominations springs from their socio-historically specific ideology. South
African philosopher Johan Degenaar explains ideology as an “action-oriented set of
beliefs"(qtd. in Ackermann 53). In other words, ideology seeks to be institutionalized.
Such is the case with apartheid in South Africa, which, alongside slavery and segregation
in the United States, serves as a pinnacle example of how the ideology of race can be
socially constructed to give meaning, then justified by religion and finally
institutionalized in the structure of society (Koopman.‘‘Racism" 161).
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Americas by portraying indigenous peoples as biologically and culturally inferior to the
white population (ibid.). The fact that race as a biological concept was widely accepted
during this time exemplifies how ideologies of race take place within a specific society
and a specific time in history in which neither the scientists, theologians, nor the general
population are immune to the frameworks or theories of the time. Theories and therefore
ideologies are developed based solely on knowledge of the time and may persist in the
psyche of people even after they are scientifically disproven.

The word ‘‘racism'’ is a fairly new construct but one that comes with tremendous
weight and negative feelings of blame and guilt. The term racism was first used
systematically in the 1930s by the German scholar Magnus Hirschfeld to describe the
ideology of race as supported by Nazi Germany (Feagin & Feagin 6). Institutionalized
racism, as experienced in South Africa and the United States through apartheid and
segregation, respectively, is defined as “the institutionalized practices that differentially
and negatively affect members of a subordinate racial group”(Feagin & Feagin 20). The
presence of institutionalized racism within these countries shows that in order for racism
to persist, the dominant group must have political and economic power. If the subordinate
group were to rise and gain power, through education, economic, or political means, they
could then challenge the presently held social structure and threaten the livelihood of the
dominant group. Thus, racism continues to persist in order to maintain a racial hierarchy
in which race is given social significance to maintain barriers to mobility.
Despite the claims of racist ideologies, the only modem biological definition of
race in relation to human beings maintains that there is only one human race: homo
sapiens (Feagin & Feagin 7). Genetic variation within homo sapiens has not experienced
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enough isolation to develop a sub species (ibid.). Thus the theories surrounding the initial
contact of colonizers with Africans or indigenous peoples that identified them as a
different race, or sub species of human, are not biologically valid. Genetically speaking,
all human beings are more alike than they are different. For example, two randomly
selected individuals from the world’s population can have in common,on average, about
99.8 percent of their genetic material. Estimates from the Jewish Holocaust and Atlantic
Slave Trade show that over 20 million people (Holocaust 11 million; Atlantic Slave
Trade 10 million) have died due to .2% genetic variation (Feagin & Feagin 7). The
deadly cost of.2% genetic discrepancy, based on theories of biological race, show the
power of social constructs and ideology. Sociologist Oliver Cox, one of the pioneers of
this notion of race as a social construction, defines race as '‘any people who are
distinguished, in social relations with other peoples, by their physical characteristics
(qtd. in Feagin & Feagin 8). Thus, the marker of race is not biology but social
significance given to physically observable differences.

One might wonder: why is skin color most commonly the characteristic used to
divide groups of people and classify them into a racial hierarchy?^ Feagin and Feagin
suggest: “Some have argued that such characteristics as skin color are ‘easily observed
and ordered in the mind’”(8). In other words, color and gender are most often the first
observations one makes of another individual because they are most apparent; they can
A racial hierarchy allows for socially constructed racial groups to be placed in a
perceived political, economic, or social stratification system that often benefits the
dominant group at the marginalization of other groups(Feagin and Feagin 5). The
hierarchy or stratified systems in the early colonies of North America and South Africa
were based on migrant superordination where the migrant group experienced political
and economic privileges at the subordination of the host group, namely the Native
Americans of North America and the Khoi-Khoi and other African indigenous groups of
South Africa.
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be seen and categorized immediately. The social significance given to race then allows
one to make basic assumptions of another person's morality, education, or physical threat
based on a simple observation of color. Others see an economic agenda behind racial
constructs. Feagin & Feagin explain,“economic or political subordination creates a need
to identify the powerless group in a certain way. In justifying economic or other
exploitation, the dominant group often defines the real (or alleged) physical
characteristics that are singled out to typify the exploited group as distinctive and inferior
racial characteristics” (8). In other words, the dominant group in society constructs a
stereotype of a group to maintain their subordinate status in society. Thus, white
dominance was maintained by identifying Africans as an inferior race.

It is also important to note who was defining these terms: white men of Europe.
One of the earliest biologically connected components of race was used by German
philosopher Immanuel Kant in the 1770s(Feagin & Feagin 5). Preceding Kant, Carolus
Linnaeus’ Natural System (1735) influenced racial division of the human species by
characteristics such as skin color (ibid.). Even earlier, in 1684, French physician Francois
Bernier used the category of race in classifying human bodies(West 100). Ideologies that
arise out of these socio-historical periods are subject to the community’s reaction to
history, science, and current events, as exemplified by race theories that developed during
colonization. The point to notice here is how often subjectively based ideas can be
formed and defended based on seemingly objective factors. These objective or observable
traits may then be used to create subjective fear or stereotypes of the “other"(in this case,
“other races"). Thus, one must consider what in the history of these European nations
motivated their views of race? Put differently, what is it about the "other" that created a
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sense of fear and then the need to preserve oneself against that fear? It is with this
question in mind that we can fairly address the issue of race within religion by not
singling out specific groups or cultures, but looking at specific socio-historical
developments that allow ideologies to form and persist in response to marginalization and
fear.

As evidenced by the Biblical justifications of slavery and racism in the case study
countries, it would appear that religious communities can interpret sacred texts in favor of
the dominant class in order to maintain power and prestige. Why? The case with
Afrikaners in South Africa and Southerners in the United States will be our lens to view
this development.^ In order to answer this question we must first consider what these
groups were historically preserving: self, society, the kingdom of God, or all of the
above? Second we must examine how they used the sacred texts to promote their interests
at the expense of oppressing others, though they themselves were once oppressed or
faced persecution. The histories of South Africa and the Southern United States, covered
in their respective chapters, will show how these people groups were once subject to
threats of marginalization due to religion, economy, and war. By gaining economic and
political control, and constructing a social hierarchy that placed their racial group at the
top, these groups could ensure that their views of white supremacy were not only
ideologies but also laws that could maintain white hegemony and ensure that their social
dominance was never again marginalized.^

^ Both of these terms, Afrikaner and Southerner, will be used to describe preeminent
white men of European descent who held the dominant position in these societies.
^ Hegemony is a sociological term referring “the dissemination of the values and cultural
practices of the elite in such a way that they become unquestioned"(“Hegemony").
12

The cultural and ethnic context of these societies

is important to acknowledge.

Racism in America is often thought of as a white and black issue, although it can be more
fully viewed as a white and “non-white” issue (Feagin & Feagin 38). In South Africa, the
self-proclaimed “Rainbow Nation,” race distinctions are made between white, black,
“coloured”(people of mixed Afiican and European - and later East Asian - ancestry),
and Indian(Marx 36).^ These classifications were heavily instrumental in the
institutionalized racism of apartheid in which people were separated based on their
racial/ethnic category. However,the mixing of racial and ethnic groups often caused
tension in the definition of race and thus a member could be separated from his or her
family based on if he or she looked white or black, even if his or her parents were
classified in a different racial category. The origin of genetic mixing, which created a
diverse spectrum of color in South Afiica, resulted from intermarriage and extramarital
activity between “whites” and “blacks” at the early Cape colony(Thompson 45).
Historian Leonard Thompson notes:“As a result of these relationships, the ‘black’
population of the colony became considerably lightened, and the ‘white’ population of
the colony became somewhat darkened. It has been estimated that approximately 7
percent of the genes of the Afrikaner people originated outside Europe and that this
occurred mostly during the (Dutch India Trading) company period” (ibid.). Thus, if South
Africa had been influenced at all by the eugenics movement ofthe early 20*'’ century, the
Afrikaner mentality of a pure race would have been biologically disproven. This is
important in diffosing the Afrikaner ideal of being a pure race, which contributed to their

^ As of 1995, the racial make up of South Africa was: “coloureds" make up 9% of the
population,“whites” make up about 13% of the population, and “black"(referring to
Bantu-speaking South Africans) make up 75% of the population (Thompson 6). Indian
and other Asian populations make up the remaining population (ibid.).
13

desire for separate development resulting in the apartheid system. How a society defines
racial boundaries is important to acknowledge because such boundaries can often be
ambiguous due to genetic mixing. If the basic premise of scientific racism, popular at the
time racial ideology was forming, is that certain racial groups are inferior, then what
happens when these boundaries start to crumble? The reaction in South Africa and North
America was to create a pervasive ideology that would maintain an “us" and “them"
society where one group occupied one end of the economic and political spectrum while
all other groups were classified to varying degrees on the “other side.”
Thus far, we have discussed where racial identification began, who created it, and
we may now speculate on reasons why these theories of race persist. This is where the
work of sociologists and anthropologists plays a role in seeing how the present culture is
affected by the past. There are many theoretical approaches to understanding and
deconstructing race and racism. We will begin with voluntary migration contact patterns
to help identity the motivation behind colonizing North America and South Africa and
how social significance based on ideas of race arose. Power-conflict theory will then be
used to observe how oppression and exploitation began, particularly with the institution
of slavery, and eventually developed into social segregation based on color. The theory of
systemic racism offers a comprehensive guideline to understanding oppression from
initiation to justification to resistance. Finally, ideological racism will be an overarching
theme of this thesis as it relates to the first definition of race and was incorporated into
the theology of the DRC and the history of the PCA.

First, we must acknowledge that the mentality and motivation behind a migratory
group often affects the manner in which they receive and challenge indigenous
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populations. Voluntary migration is defined as the migration pattern of a population of
people due to choice, not force, and is the migration pattern that characterized the initial
colonization of Europeans to North America and South Africa (Feagin & Feagin 29).^ As
this voluntary migration further develops it is termed colonization migration, which is
identified with the pilgrims and English trading companies of North America and the
Dutch East India Company of South Africa. Voluntary migration groups move from one
country to another based on no external force but rather by choice. As a result of
migration, initial contact between colonizers and indigenous people often follows a
pattern; exclusion or genocide, peaceful coexistence and/or economic and political
turmoil, followed by socio-economic stratification (Feagin & Feagin 29). In studying the
histories of North America and South Africa, one finds many similarities between the
treatment of American-lndians in North America and the Khoikhoi of South Africa by
European colonizers. Although the treatment of indigenous people will not be discussed
at length, an example of oppression is the attempt to kill Native Americans in North
America until the 20^*^ century (Feagin & Feagin 29).*® By understanding the context in

^ The other three types of migration are: movements of forced labor (ex. slavery),
contract-labor movement(ex. indentured servitude), and movement of displaced persons
and refugees (Feagin & Feagin 29).
In South Africa, the first settler contact with Africans involved people of the Khoisian,
or Khoikhoi, tribe. They were termed Bushmen and Hottentots by these early settlers
(Thompson 6). The Khoikhoi were ancestors of the modem day racial group termed
“coloureds.” The Khoikhoi ancestors also contributed to the genealogy of the Bantu
speaking Africans (ibid.). Bantu-speaking ancestors shared genetic similarity with the
hunter-gatherer Khoikhoi but were generally taller and also lived in semi pennanent
farming societies(Thompson 10). Due to mixing and intermarriage at the early Cape, the
Khoi-Khoi also contributed a smaller but significant amount of genealogy to the “white"
population. Division of people based on race was given social significance within the
European population; hunter-gatherers of Khoisian decent as Bushman, pastoralists
(fanners) as Hottentots, and mixed fanners as Kaffirs(Thompson 10). The word kaffir
means “unbeliever" and is considered as one of the most derogative racial slurs in South
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which colonized countries develop we can understand that racial tensions are not an
exclusively 20^*" century problem, nor exclusively a problem of the American South and
South Africa. The problem is the problem of power and greed as suggested by conflictpower theory.

The motivation behind both initial migrations appears to be religious freedom,
economic opportunity, and colonization: freedom and power. One distinctive factor to
consider in the migration and colonization of Europeans in North America and South
Africa are the ‘‘push factors” which motivated colonization. “Push factors’ as
experienced by colonizers of North America and South Africa are those factors
influenced by conditions in the home country which led to emigration due to economic,
political, or religious freedom (Feagin & Feagin 28). Religious persecution in England
was a motivating “push factor” experienced by pilgrims leading them to colonize North
America. A belief in a better life, surrounded by economic and religious freedom, is a
common denominator between the colonization of North America and South Africa. By
understanding the motivational cultural context in which these countries were colonized
one can begin to piece together how ideologies such as ethnocentrism, the tendency to
use the norms and values of one culture as the standard against which to view others, and
threats to perceived power can lead to conflict within the initial contact of populations
(Feagin & Feagin 14). This is the basic foundation of conflict: one group was perceived
as superior to all others to the extent that it affected the economic status and political
rights of other groups.

Africa. Accepted terms for these ethnic groups today are San for hunter-gatherers,
pastoralists for Khoikhoi. and Bantu-speaking people for black Africans (ibid.)
16

Thus power-conflict theories are important in that they are '‘racial and ethnic
theories that accent the persisting and great inequalities in the power and resource
distributions associated with racial or ethnic subordination in a society”(Feagin & Feagin
30). In essence, power-conflict theory helps one to understand racial development along a
political and economic spectrum by observing oppression and exploitation (Feagin &
Feagin 39). This theory demonstrates the importance of understanding specific sociohistoric contexts in deconstructing historical racial constructs. Power in both coxmtries.
America and South Africa, is typically associated with Christians of European descent
who historically maintained power and prestige through economic and political privilege.
For this reason, racial ideology in religion cannot be separated from the economic
environment in America and South Africa. This seemingly simple observation is actually
quite profound in contrast to Biblical interpretations, most notably in the PCA,that led
them to believe that the church and state were institutions that occupied different realms
of reality. Therefore, as will be further discussed later, political racism was justified on
the basis that the church had no right to influence state, and vise versa. This is in direct
conflict with the premise of this thesis: society and religion are not mutually exclusive
entities but institutions that occupy the same realm in making culture and are therefore
mutually influential.

The importance of understanding economic privileges via power-conflict theory
leads to advocates of the “caste school of racial relations.” The caste school of racial
relations was developed in the 1940s by anthropologists W. Lloyd Warner and Allison
Davis in response to whiteA)lack racial tension experienced in the U.S.(Feagin & Feagin
38-39). Caste school refers to a social structure based on birth, which was utilized in both
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North America and South Africa as a means to keep children bom to African slaves in
slavery; whether or not the father was black or white, the child ofa black slave was bom
a slave (Thompson 45). The importance ofthe caste school of racial relations
demonstrates how social assumptions based on color are determined at birth. Therefore,
people living in a society of caste school racial relations are either limited or benefited by
birth due to color. In this way the social stmctures of race relations deem which groups
have access to power and resources and which do not. The word “caste” implies that
these positions in society are determined at birth and are relatively fixed for life. These
structures are often fixed, thus making it difficult for subordinate groups to resist
oppression and subordination. It also supports the argument that people are bom into a
specific socio-historical setting in which they are products of culture while at the same
time producers of culture. In this way, ideologies can be passed from generation to
generation because they are part of a fixed caste stmcture into which members are bom
into and thus detennined to fulfill.
Finally, in understanding racial ideology formation, the theory ofsystemic racism
of oppression is significant. This theory follows how the history ofeconomic exploitation
of racial groups by violent means affects race relations today (Feagin & Feagin 48).
According to Feagin & Feagin, the six themes of this theory are: initiation of oppression
(how oppression begins), mechanism of oppression (what does the dominant group use to
establish power over subordinate group), privilege of oppression(how the dominant
group is advantaged by oppression of subordinate groups), elite maintenance of
oppression (who controls power), rationalization of oppression(how is oppression
defended) and finally resistance to oppression(how racially oppressed groups fight back)
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(Feagin & Feagin 47-48). By studying the history of these countries in regards to religion
we will trace the initiation of oppression. By studying who controls the political,
economic, and cultural aspects of these countries we will seek to name the mechanisms
of oppression. By examining how the dominant group’s ideology of supremacy is
supported by experienced privilege we will see that social dominance was seen as God’s
providence in the PCA and DRC. As noted, white men often created the definition for
race as well as the structure of society and the institutions that supported it, such as
slavery. Most extensively, this thesis will emphasize the rationalization of oppression
through studying Biblical interpretation. Resistance to oppression will not be discussed
but it is important to acknowledge attempts at present racial reconciliation in the PCA
and DRC. Although this thesis will not deal in depth with present race-related issues

m

regards to religion, it is important to understand the general concept of this theory;
historical treatment of a group through economic and political exploitation affects how
they are perceived and treated in present circumstances. South Afnca and North America
both experienced a type of internal colonialism in which the dominant group (AngloProtestants in North America and white Europeans of primarily Dutch and German
descent in South Africa) subjected the host country’s population (Native Americans and
Africans; including Africans offorced labor in the Americas)to exploitation and
oppression.

Religious debate about race is not exclusively a recent phenomenon. According to
sociologists Michael Omi and Floward Winant, the native people of the “New World"
caused European explorers to reconsider the origins of the human species (10). Debates
ranged from theories of polygenesis or monogenesis. Theories of polygenesis, the idea
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that there may be multiple lineages to the origin of mankind, threatened the religiously
supported belief of monogenesis (ibid.). Monogenesis is the theory that God made only
one species of humanity (ibid.). The discovery of indigenous peoples led religious
scholars to question their status as human beings with “redeemable souls’"(ibid.). Omi
and Winant explain the significance of this event in the development of racism because it
determined whether these new people would be considered children of God and therefore
afforded basic human rights. Arguments against humanity and equality could then justify
the enslavement, genocide, or subordination of indigenous people groups. This early
example shows not only how influential society can be on religion, but it is also proof of
the economic investment Christians had in racial stratification. If the new people of a
foreign world could be thought of as less than human,they could be used as capital and
labor to the benefit ofthe dominant group.

The reason why the Bible is important in studying Christianity through the lens
of the DRC and PCA is because of their roots in Reformed theology. Reformed theology
is the framework of theology resulting from the Protestant Reformation in 16^ centuiy
Europe (McGrath 21). The Reformation began with “the fundamental conviction...that
Christianity could best be reformed and renewed by returning to the beliefs and practices
of the early church” (ibid.). This meant that the sacred text of Christianity, the New
Testament, took on further significance in the realms of authority and interpretation. The
interpretations of John Calvin became most notably connected with the Protestant
Reformation in regards to the traditions of the DRC and PCA as signified by followers
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calling themselves ‘‘Calvinisr (McGrath 9).’^ The DRC and PCA also adhere to the
Three Forms of Unity: the Belgic Confession, the Canons of Dort, and the Heidelberg
Catechism (Beach 105). Although there are many similarities between the respective
histories of these denominations in regards to their roots in Reformed theology there are
also many differences. The purpose of comparison of the two is not to assign blame;
rather I seek to identify the role of history and culture in the construction of religious
oppression in order to understand the socio-historical paradigm in which interpretation
takes place. For example, the Christian church less directly influenced segregation in the
South than in South Africa, although policy makers and theologians may have been
influenced by Biblical interpretation and dominant culture ideology (Smith 74).

Though

the theology of the Dutch Reformed Church will be studied in direct correlation to the
development of apartheid, the Presbyterian Church of America, which was not founded
until 1973, will serve as a lens to view how socio-historical concepts influence racial
ideology and stratification through theology.

As noted previously, racial ideology is not only religious but also historical.
Racism as an ideology has been institutionalized in the history of the United States from
the Constitution to the slave era and the events leading up to the Civil Rights era. For
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Calvinist” is a term dating back to the 1560s when first used by Lutherans to describe
eius
followers of the Reformed faith as “foreign” in response to the principle cuius regio,
religio (‘your region determines your religion’) which divided Germany between
Lutheranism and Roman Catholicism and virtually declared the Reformed church as
‘non-existent’(McGrath 9).
12
Sociologist Audrey Smedley investigates the role of religion and racism in North
America thoroughly in her book “Race in North America.” For another opinion on the
role of religion and race see Smedley, Audrey. Race in North America: Origins and
Evolution ofa Worldview Boulder: Westview Press. 2007. Print.
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instance, early American figures such as Thomas Jefferson held racist views as evidenced
by the following statement:

To our reproach it must be said, that though for a century and a half we have
had under our eyes the races of black and of red men,they have never yet been
viewed by us as subjects of natural history. I advance it therefore as a suspicion
only, that the blacks, whether originally a distinct race, or made distinct by time
and circumstances, are inferior to the whites in the endowments both of body
and mind. It is not against experience to suppose, that different species of the
same genus, or varieties of the same species, may possess different qualifications,
(qtd. in Voelker 1)
Thus the pervasive idea of white supremacy has been a part of American ideology since
its founding. In the American experience, conscious and subconscious beliefs of racial
superiority and inferiority became part of the social hierarchy that has economically
benefitted members of the white community. The privilege experienced by white
Americans is part of institutional racism, the framework of daily life that positively
supports the dominant group while negatively affecting members of the subordinate
group, which has systemically advantaged them since the founding of the United States.
How does racism, supported by religion, become a part of the structure of society? Joseph
Bamdt, American pastor and antiracism author, explains that racism can only be
institutionalized when one has the power to exercise racial prejudices(Koopman,
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Based on the U.S. Bureau of Census,“2008 American Community Survey” the median
family income of people with English ancestry is $75,954 compared to the total U.S.
population median of $63,366 (Feagin & Feagin 80). The percentage of the white
population living below the poverty line is half(6.1%) that of the total U.S. population of
13.2% (ibid.).
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“Racism" 161).

In South Africa, the power of the Dutch Reformed Church
dates back to the early
European colonies on the Western Cape. According to Stellenbosch University
theologian Nico Koopman:
The white Dutch Reformed Church, which was closely connected to the
government enjoyed the power that the so-called state churches previously
had enjoyed in Europe. Within this so-called Christendom paradigm the Dutch
Reformed Church could, to a high degree, ensure that their moral positions
became law in South Africa.(“Some Comments" 11)
In order to have power one must have the resources, financially or politically, to enforce
one’s opinion on the majority. The DRC was able to establish this at the early Cape and
regain control even after facing marginalization as a result of war to once again ensure
their ‘‘Christendom paradigm” in South Africa through the Nationalist Party and
apartheid regime.
Now that the themes of history and culture have been addressed it is time to
understand how Biblical interpretation can affect religious communities. Hermeneutics is
the religious studies term for “the art or theory of interpretation” of sacred texts
(“Hermeneutics”). Hermeneutics is not a recent phenomenon but dates back to the
Biblical era and the writers of the sacred texts. In Stony the Road We Trod: African
American Biblical Interpretation, Bishop Thomas Hoyt, Jr. draws on the historicalcritical method of hermeneutics to show that Biblical writers were actually interpreters
and thus took certain liberties in the tradition in accordance with specific socio-historical
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events (20).’'* Ho>1 argues: *'A child chiefly of nineteenth-century Europe, this method
has shown conclusively that Scriptures had their genesis in various ancient faith
communities'* (23). Since these stories were traditionally passed down via oral
communication, they were shaped and influenced to be relatable to the present audience
(ibid.) Thus, even authors of the sacred texts made interpretations based on the prevailing
knowledge and resources of the audience. Bishop Hoyt defends this statement by
pointing to the book of Deuteronomy, which states “beyond the Jordan, in the land of
Moab, Moses undertook to explain this law...” when the Law of Moses was applied to
the current generation (Deuteronomy 1:5)(Hoyt 18). Moses explained the law in the land
of Moab through cultural awareness and interpretation. Within the New Testament, Hoyt
supports historical-critical method by showing how Paul adapted Jesus’ teaching on
marriage for the church at Corinth (18). Thus, Hoyt believes that “the contemporary
interpreter, though bound by Scripture, tradition, and commitment to the risen Lord, is
also free to make judgments in light of the present situation”(19). In order to make wellinformed judgments, though, interpreters must be fully aware ofthe present situation and
not depend entirely on their own narrow experience or opinion else they may interpret to
reflect their own biases or benefit.
The challenge for hermeneutics, according to Hoyt, is that “the more specifically
relevant a biblical teaching was for its own time, place, and circumstances, the less
14

Other methods of hermeneutics include the allegorical method. The allegorical method
was utilized by early church fathers such as Augustine and Origen to describe how “each
concrete or historical element of a scriptural story possesses also a meaning that lies
outside the text"(Hoyt 20). This method seeks both the literal and the spiritual meaning
of the text (ibid.). Martin Luther and John Calvin both opposed the allegorical method
(ibid.). The method of proof-texting describes an instance when “taking a text completely
out of context in order to validate one's own subjective views or one s understanding of
doctrine, tradition, and the like"(Hoyt 21).
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specifically relevant it is apt to be for our time, place, and circumstances”(19). In other
words, the problem with hermeneutics can arise when stories are taken out ofthe specific
socio-historic cultural contexts or the specific salvation-historic contexts to benefit the
dominant group by means of oppression. As we will see, the interpretation of texts such
as the Tower of Babel or Pauline writings on slavery were used in the rationalization of
oppression in North America and South Africa. In response to the oppression that
resulted from taking these texts out of their specific socio-historic and salvation-historic
contexts, this thesis will propose suggestions to echo Bishop Hoyfs cry that “Bible
scholars have not gone far enough; that is, they need to focus also on the cultural contexts
of those who read the Bible”(25).

In summary, religion has influence on a society through its followers. In turn,
these followers are influenced not only by their religion but also the culture, politics,
economy, and accepted scientific research of the time. Such a claim is supported by the
work of theologian Kathryn Tanner who states “...Christianity is the religion of Western
culture: Western culture has been decisively shaped by Christianity even as Christianity
has been decisively shaped by if’(62). As Tanner observes, Christianity and culture play
a symbiotic role that is crucial to interpretation. For this reason, the history and culture of
South Africa and the United States will provide key contributions toward understanding
Biblical interpretations and deepen awareness of the way culture shapes hermeneutics.
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Chapter 1: History of Dutch Reformed Church in South Africa
Supported by the importance of history and culture argued in the previous
chapter, this chapter will investigate white supremacy ideology through historical
developments surrounding the colonization of South Africa and the influence of the
Dutch Reformed Church. South Africa was colonized by members of the Dutch East
India Company as a trading post for ships traveling to India in 1652(Marx 35).^^ Many
of these first colonizers were members of the Dutch Reformed Church (Smith 68). Free
burghers (citizens) began to populate the colony after 1657 when the Dutch government
offered free passages to the Cape to increase productivity (ibid.). Dutch, German, and
Scandinavian immigrants traveled to South Africa in response to poverty resulting from
the 30 Years War in Germany and the Dutch War of Independence(Heese “Overview”).
Freedom from religious oppression in response to the war was a “push factor” for the
colonization of burghers in South Africa.

From the beginning of the Dutch settlement in South Africa, the church was
bound to the government “by a stipulation of the second charter of the State General
15

The history of South Africa began long before European colonization in 1652.
However, history prior to 1652 was not documented and therefore is subject to
archaeology and paleontology. This thesis does not ignore the importance of these
developments nor seeks to promote a European ethnocentric view of the history of either
country.
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(Netherlands Government)of 1622 which held it responsible to further and protect the
‘public religion.' namely the Reformed Church'’(Loubser 4). The official stance ofthe
settlement by the church and government came as a response to the Eighty Years’ War
against Catholic Spain in which the church and people of Holland were united in a
political bond for independence (ibid.). This war was in part a response to the persecution
of Calvinism (ibid.).’^ Therefore the early colony at the Cape can be seen partially as an
economic, political, and religious response to marginalization faced in Europe.
Intermarriage and the mixing of races was a common feature of this early
settlement where differentiation was based on class and religion rather than color
(Loubser 5). Religion at this time was synonymous with culture. Christianity, connected
to the government, was associated with the civilized whites of European descent. The
idea of Europeans as “Christians'’ and people of color as “heathens” was evident by the
1700s and thus introduced differentiation on the basis of color to the Cape by connecting
race and religion (Marx 35). This is the foundation to the social stratification based on
color within the boundaries of South Africa. Thenceforth, white became the color
associated with Christianity and supremacy (Keet 15). Later culture clashes between
“Christian'’ and “heathen” would become synonymous with race. These conflicts resulted
in African forced labor, trade, property wars, and disease, such as smallpox, which
annihilated the Khoikhoi population (Marx 36). Treatment of slaves was often doublehanded: on one hand they were baptized into the church and on the other they were seen

16

As noted in the introductory chapter, Calvinism is the theological approach to
Christianity developed during the Reformation and most notably influenced by French
reformer .lohn Calvin. Both the Dutch Reformed Church of South Africa and the
Presbyterian Church of America adhere to Calvinism, as did the Puritans and burghers of
the earlv colonies.
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as economic property used for the economic gain ofthe colonizers(Thompson 44).
Dutch economic growth was slow at the early Cape colony, and by 1795 the
Dutch East India Company declared bankruptcy(Marx 36). The British Empire,
previously uninterested in the Cape, replaced Dutch rule ofthe Cape in order to protect it
from the growing conquest of Napoleon (ibid). Adding to the change of rule, the Dutch
church-state relationship was discontinued after the second British occupation in 1806 in
response to new ideas coming from the French Revolution via missionaries of the
London Missionary Society (Loubser 10).

In 1807 slavery was abolished in the British Empire and in 1828 all free, nonEuropean people were granted the same rights as people of European descent,though
emancipation was slow and unregulated (Heese “Overview”). This ordinance resulted in
a grave financial loss for the Afrikaners, white people of Dutch descent, as there was
little to no compensation for slave owners, as well as leaving them defenseless against
Xhosa raids (Heese “Overview”).*^ Territory battles on the frontier between Trekboers
18

and the Xhosa tribe in 1779 and 1793 led to loss of property, livestock, and human life.

The Great Trek of 1835-1846 led to the internal migration of Trekboer families
from the early colony. One theory behind this migration is Trekboer refusal of equality
with slaves. According to theologian JA Loubser, the Afrikaner’s “relationship with non19

Whites in the future would be dominated by one rule only; ‘no equality’”(Loubser 10).
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The Xhosa tribe was made up of African farmers who competed with Trekboers for
land on the new frontier.
18
Trekboers is a name used to refer to nomadic farmers of Dutch, German, and French
Huguenot descent from the early colony at the Cape.
“No equality" would be fonnalized by the regulation of black men to farms in 1894 by
the Glenn Grey Act(Marx 37).
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There are two popular interpretations of the significance of The Great Trek: older
generations of Afrikaner historians regard The Great Trek as the starting point for a
national consciousness among Afrikaners, in other words, Afrikaner nationalism (Heese
“Overv iew"). A second, more recent interpretation, is that The Great Trek resulted from
dissatisfaction with British authority at the Cape and Eastern Frontier, a search for better
grazing, anti-British reaction more than Afrikaner Nationalism, and a desire for Afnkaner
sovereignty in the creation of laws (ibid.). Regardless, The Great Trek is symbolic in the
history of Afrikaners because it represented their dissatisfaction with losing autonomy
and supremacy.

The prevailing cultural mindset of Afrikaners at the onset of emancipation was
one of resentment, betrayal, and autonomy. The Afnkaner reaction to British rule was
one of great distress as the new rule was the greatest threat to Afrikaner life (as witnessed
by their financial loss with the emancipation of slavery)(Marx 37). According to political
scientist Anthony Marx, independent Afrikaners also resented the Anglicization oftheir
education and British treatment of the subordinated Africans (37). Although there was
agreement on white superiority between Afrikaners and the British, the treatment of
Africans was a perceived threat to Afrikaner power which motivated Afrikaner racial
ideology by resistance to British reforms and imperialism (Marx 38).

Tension was not only an economic reaction to marginalization under British rule
but also based on religious belief Anna Steenkamp, a Voortrekker, wrote in her diary
that equality oty'Coloureds” and Christians was against '‘the laws of God and the natural
distinction of descent and faith"(qtd. in Loubser 12). Another Afrikaner said,
..-the shameful and unjust proceedings with reference to the freedom of our
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slaves...as their being placed on an equal footing with Christians, contrary to the
laws of God, and the natural distinctions of race and colour, so that it was
intolerable for any decent Christian to bow down beneath such a yoke,
wherefore we rather withdrew in order thus to preserve our doctrines in purity,
(qtd. in Marx 37)
This “descent" of faith by natural distinction of race and color will be further discussed
later. However, as mentioned previously, these notions of race based on biology have
been disproven and therefore one must approach the racial ideology promoted by religion
under the specific socio-historic cultural conditions. Marx also believes that culture
should be addressed as a separate variable in the construction of race as “religious
doctrines justified different views at different times and among different groups”(78).
Thus far, we see how the pattern of initial contact led to the ethnocentrism ofthe white
community. Next we will observe how Afrikaner superiority was reinforced by an
incident that led them to view themselves as God’s chosen people of South Africa.
An example of how ideology contributed to the idea of white supremacy is
exemplified through the remembrance of the covenant Afrikaners believe was established
between the Afrikaners and God at the Battle of Blood River. The Battle ofBlood River
took place on December 16, 1838 when 470 Boers fought against 12,500 Zulu warriors
(Heese “Overview"). The Boers established a covenant with God: “If God grant us
victory, we and our descendants will always remember the day, keep it as a Sabbath and
will build a church in honour of the Lord”(ibid.). This victory and covenant is still
celebrated within the Dutch Reformed Church today on Geloftedag(Day of the Vow)and
plays a significant role in the identity maintenance of Afrikaners. South African
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theologian John de Gruchy says this event, and the remembrance of it, ‘‘became a
cornerstone of the ideology of apartheid, the heartbeat of Afrikaner civil religion"(182).
The remembrance of this day reminds DRC Afrikaners of their covenant with God and
their strict adherence to being the chosen people of God, which was reinforced not only
by their victory but also by the fact that no Voortrekker life was lost during this battle.
Afrikaner life was not so fortunately spared during the Anglo- Boer War. The
Anglo-Boer War (also knowm as the Second War of Freedom of 1899-1902) at the end of
the nineteenth century was, from the Boer side, a struggle against imperialism and for
national freedom and separate development(De Villiers 30). Although the British heavily
outnumbered the Boers, the Boer knowledge of the land offered threatening resistance
(Marx 86). The British adopted a “scorched earth" policy, destroying crops and farmland
and further devastated Afrikaner life by placing Afrikaner women and children in
concentration camps (ibid.). Approximately 28,000 women and children died as a result
of famine and disease in these camps (ibid.). Anglo-Irish historian Thomas Pakenham
emphasizes British dissatisfaction because the British had expected this war to last only a
few months as well as Afrikaner resentment when it “proved to be the longest, the
costliest, the bloodiest and the most humiliating war for Britain between 1815 and 1914’
(qtd. in Marx 86). The war left Afrikaners embittered, reduced in number and farmland
(Heese “Overview”). And yet, within tliree decades, this group, though still a minority,
would rise to the top once again and control the politics and economy of South Africa.
In 1948, the Nationalist Party, dominated by Afrikaners, won political control of
South Africa when Afrikaners constituted approximately 12 percent of the population
(Thompson 186). The eventual development of apartheid policy was not just a political
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development but also involved churches and universities(De Villiers 35). The DRC has
been called “the mother of apartheid'’ because of the influence its \vhite members had on
deciding that people of color could not worship in the same church (Smith 72). The
English translation of apartheid is literally “separateness"(De Villiers 36). The
development of apartheid was a white communal effort to maintain boundaries within
cultural sectors. In theor>% this policy was designed to preserve white nationalism and
racial identity and provide non-white people with areas for development in their own
identity (ibid.). There were four basic premises of apartheid policy. First, the division of
South African racial groups into White, Coloured, Indian, and African. Second was the
promotion of the ideology of white supremacy by inherent and providential control

over

government. Third, insurance of the preservation of white domination in contrast to black
subordination by maintenance of status in the economic and political realm. Lastly, the
allocation of separate nations, divided between white and black, which united whites and
gave them the largest, and best, land in the country while Africans and other racial groups
were divided into ten separate nations(Thompson 190). Although the development of
apartheid policy took place over many generations, its chief architect was Dr. HF
Verwoerd (Heese “Overview"). Major developments in apartheid policy took place by
Afrikaner scholars of the Nationalist Party during the 1930s with the intention to keep
races separate in all aspects of life including education, politics, residential zoning, and
public amenities(De Wit 2). It was a system that favored white supremacy at the
economic exploitation of other ethnic groups, driven by a desire to make South Africa
God's kingdom on earth. It has been called “the most notorious form of racial domination
that the postwar world has known'’(Thompson 189)
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In conclusion, we have observ^ed through a brief overview of South African
history how members of the dominant group migrated to South Africa in response to
economic marginalization in their home country. Once there, social stratification began
by distinguishing whites and blacks as “Christian” and “heathen.” For numerous reasons,
Trekboers began to move inland from the Cape in order to gain more independence from
British rule. When British rule ended after the war, it left a deadly legacy in the ideology
of Afrikaners. Having already equated themselves as God’s chosen people of South
Africa, signified by the covenant made at the Battle of Blood River, Afrikaners
eventually rose above war-induced poverty to once again rule the country with the
election of the Nationalist Party in 1948. The ensuing apartheid era made the once
oppressed Afrikaner people now part of the white, oppressor class of South Africa. The
history of South Africa demonstrates how the socially constructed idea of race, connected
with religion, equated whites and Afrikaners as God’s chosen people and black Africans
as an inferior race in South Africa. It also demonstrates an interesting dynamic in which a
once

oppressed group, through gaining political and economical power, can become the

oppressor. The next chapter will investigate the history ofthe Presbyterian Church in
America to give a further example of how a once oppressed group can become the
oppressor through marginalization of perceived inferior groups.
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Chapter II: History of the Presb}^erian Church in America

Sociologically speaking, the dominant group of society is the group that has the
power and resources to project its ideals and values onto the public life of its inhabitants.
The Anglo-Protestant dominant group of America has to a large degree been able to
ensure white, Protestant dominion for the whole of the United States through ideology,
theology, and politics (Bratton 107). The history of religion in the South allows one to
observe, much like South Africa, how religion affects culture, and vise-versa. However,
unlike South Africa, no single denomination is responsible for critical developments in
slavery and segregation. All Christian traditions carry the burdens ofthe hands that
cultivated the soil of racial conflict. The Presbyterian Church of America is but one
influence on racial ideology, but it is significant in that it shows how racial ideology is
culturally and economically influenced.

American sociologist William Julius Wilson believes that black-white contact in
the United States has developed in three major stages: antebellum slavery and early post
antebellum era (signified by the period of “plantation economy and racial-caste
oppression “), the last quarter of the nineteenth century until New Deal era (period of
^'industrial expansion, class conflict, and racial oppression), and the modem, industrial.
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post-World War II era (“the period ofprogressive transitionfrom race inequalities to
class inequalities ”)(56). Though each of these periods contributed to the ideology of
race within the PCA,significant developments from each will be touched on briefly in
order to understand the overarching significance of history and economy in the
development of racial ideology within the denomination. Major developments in racial
theology of the Presbyterian Church will focus on colonization until the civil rights
movement. The PCA gives special insight to this development because it was not
founded until the end of the Civil Rights movement, yet has produced significant
commentary on race related issues, including confessions of guilt and sin in regards to
racism. Because the PCA was not yet established, the Presbyterian Church as a whole
will be studied from colonization onward.

According to Christian theologian and church historian David Wells, the United
States of America is a country that boasts nearly a dozen Reformed denominations and a
few others with Reformed heritage (Wells 3). Unlike the Dutch Reformed Church in
South Africa, the Presbyterian Church was not unified under socio-political agendas but
by doctrinal orthodoxy of Reformed and Calvinist theology (ibid.). The one exception
here, and perhaps a common denominator shared with South Africa, was the church s
strict anti-British sentiment during the American Revolution (Wells 4). Wells argues that
the church was heavily influential in the development of culture, particularly in the
Southern United States, which came to be known as the “Bible Self’(Wells 189).
Another similarity with DRC history in South Africa is the fact that the early American
settlers were strictly Calvinist with a vision to be God’s ambassadors of the Biblical
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kingdom in a foreign land (Wells 3). Both churches saw it as their mission to be God's
people in their respective countries.

The Puritans were the oldest major Reformed community in America (Wells 3).
As noted previously with Afrikaners, Puritans had a vision to build the closest human
conception of a Biblical kingdom in their new land (ibid). They were able to do this, for a
time, due to their freedom from outside colonial control (ibid.). Because of the influence
of Puritans on the early colonies, some claim that culture in America was shaped by the
Reformed heritage (Wells 4). This is another similarity to the history of South Africa in
that religion played an instrumental role in defining and maintaining the dominant
group s cultural standard, which would later be defined as Anglo-Protestant. The
Presbyterian Church is most often connected to the word “reformed” in the United States
because of the major developments in the Reformed tradition that took place in this
church (Wells 189).

Much like the case in South Africa, the term “Christian” became synonymous
with “white” and ‘Tree" in the early North American colonies. According to race
historian Winthrop Jordan, “after about 1680, taking the colonies as a whole, a new term
of self-identification appeared - white ”(95). In the colonization of both countries, the
identification of white, closely associated with Christianity, became a sign of power and
prestige through economic exploitation of indigenous and African life. The first African
slaves landed in the North American colonies in 1619, before Anglo-Protestants of
England, where they eventually became significantly concentrated on plantations owned
by whites of European descent in the South (Marx 56). Ironically, Christians of the
English colony in Jamestown thought “the concept of one Christian owning another was

36

abhorrent"(Farmer 201). However, by 1860 Southern Christians, including Presbyterians,
were justifying slavery in the name of God's providence and kingdom (ibid.). There are
many theories concerning the root of racial theology in the South. However, the
economic motivation behind this development is not contested: Southern agricultural
economy depended on the free labor of enslaved Africans. Without slavery, the
antebellum years would have been no different than the early years of starvation, disease,
and death that often plagued the early colonies. Thus, slavery was vital not only to the
social supremacy of whites in the South but the maintenance of their comfortable
survival.

Although Presbyterians made up a small fraction of the Southern population
(100,00 members in 1860), they owned a disproportionate number of slaves(Farmer
201). Though often considered an excessive guess, in 1849 Reverend James Smilie of
Mississippi said that three-fourths of the Presb>^erian Church owned slaves (ibid.). The
reason for the South's persistent refusal of emancipation is also similar to that of white
power in South Africa: Southern farmers benefited from slavery and relinquishing power
would mean a loss of position and authority in society. Preservation of power plays an
important role in understanding both the Biblical interpretation of God’s kingdom in
South Africa as well as U.S. Southern culture and history. When slavery was abolished in
the Northern colonies, abolitionists expected the South to follow suit. To no great
surprise, Southerners were unwilling to forgo the very institution that brought them
success and wealth. It was this period that gave rise to “explicitly racist rhetoric and
ideology used by the South to defend its institution under threat and then later to justify
post-abolition racial domination"(Marx 61). In response to great political and economic
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threats. Southerners turned to the Bible in order to make justifications for slavery and
white dominance. These developments contributed not only to the justification for
slavery and segregation, but remained alive in the Southern ideology and theology for
generations e\ en after slavery' was over.
As these early colonies grew into organized systems, the issue of slavery greatly
divided members of the Reformed churches, including the Presbyterian Church in
America (Wells 6).“^ Geography often divided these views in which Southerners
generally opposed anti-slavery sentiment and New England Reformed Christians
supported emancipation and Constitutionalists, although slave-owners lived in both the
South and North and there was overlap in religious and political allegiances(Wells 4).
The “Old School"(Southern) and “New School"(Northern) approaches emerged to lead
the Reformed tradition in emancipation debates (Wells 6). After the Civil War,tension
within the Old and New Schools would reach a breaking point.

Growing tensions between the Old School and New School were also due to
theological concerns involving evolution and Calvinism (most notably original sin and
total depravity)(Slade 96). However, slavery was a key factor in their later division. In
1836, an investigative committee of the General Assembly ofthe Presbyterian Church
announced that slavery was a sin “contrary to nature—unsanctioned by the divine law of
love"(Slade 95). Approval of this report by the General Assembly would require the
excommunication of slaveholders. This was a deadly blow to Southern Presbyterians
20

Historical slavery is not synonymous with race. According to Michael Omi and
Howard Winant,“a period of indentured servitude which was not rooted in racial logic
preceded the consolidation of racial slavery"(14). For more information on Biblical
slavery, see: Callahan, Allen Dwight, Richard A. Horsley, and Abraham Smith.
"Introduction: The Slavery Of New Testament Studies." Semeia 83-84(1998): 1-15.
ATLA Religion Database with ATLASerials. Web. 3 Apr. 2012.
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whose li\ elihood depended on free labor. These growing tensions led to the schism of
1837-1838 where the Old School controlled the Presbyterian Church in the United States
of America and therefore could ensure that slaveholding would not be considered a sin
(Slade 97).

Religion in the South, much like present day society, cannot be fully understood
without understanding the affects of the Civil War on Southern ideology formation. The
Civil War era left the Old and New School Presbyterian branches of the North reunited
whereas the South remained in defense of its conservative way of life (Wells 7). New
School Presbvterians. consolidated though not isolated in the North,“were more open to
the spirit of the age. and accommodated itself theologically to some aspects of
Arminianism and other elements of post-Enlightenment thought*’(Wells 211)" The Old
School, dominated by Southern membership (though not exclusively),“held to the robust
Calvinism of the Westminster standards, and consciously saw itself as challenging the
errors of the age"(ibid.). For this reason, the Reformed tradition was heavily influenced
by culture and the dominant ideology pervasive in the South much like previously noted
with the Dutch Reformed Church in the early Cape (Wells 7). The Old School branch,
which remained separate from future denominational unions, is what today constitutes the
conservative wing of the Reformed Christian tradition to which belongs the Presbyterian
Church of America(PCA)founded in 1973(Wells 9, 203).
The Civil War not only affected the politics and economy of the South but also
religion. According to Slade, “The Civil War left lasting scars on Southern Presbyterian
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Anninianism refers to a branch of Protestant Christianity started out of the ideals of

Dutch Reformed theologian .lacobus Arminius in response to disagreements over the five
points of Cahinism (Williams 1).
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theology and fractured the national denomination into two regional churches”(99). After
the General Assembly of the Presb>lerian Church (Old School) pledged allegiance to the
Federal Government in May 1861. Southern delegates withdrew and met in December to
form their own Assembly of the Presb>^erian Church in the Confederate States of
America(PCCSA)(ibid.) As Slade notes, James Henry Thomwell, a conservative South
Carolina minister of that time and key contributor to later racial documents, argued that
slavery was the prime distinguisher between the North and South and the secular and
religious interests of both (ibid.). The Northern Presbyterian insistence that the church
take a side on slavery led to the schism of the churches and required justification
provided by ThomwelFs doctrine of the spirituality of the church (Slade 99). This
development will be further discussed under “Biblical Interpretations of Race Relations
in the Presbyterian Church of America.”

Having now established the interaction between Christian religious traditions in
South Africa and the Southern United States, we will investigate the Biblical
interpretations that, in conjunction with culture and politics, paved the road for religious
interpretations of society and racism.
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Chapter III: Biblical Interpretations of Race Relations in the Dutch Reformed Church

South African feminist theologian Denise Ackermann states: “On the
complexities of the concept ‘identity' in the South African context, identiteit in eie kring
(literally ‘identity in your own circle') as well as soewereiniteit in eie kring (sovereignty
in your own circle) were used as the battle cry of those theologians who sought to justify
apartheid scripturally and did so by a peculiar application of the theological theories of
the Dutch theologian Abraham Kuyper"(21).^^ The social segregation of South Africa
created during the apartheid era was partially based on and justified by scriptural
interpretation. In this section, key contributors to Biblical justification of South Afncan
race relations will be discussed through the theology of the DRC.
The Afrikaner people of South Africa were a people group who heavily identified
with the Israelites of the Hebrew Bible, therefore making it a proper place to begin in
investigating where the justification of white supremacy originates in the Afrikaner
community (Koopman,“Racism” 158). It is a well-established fact that slavery existed in
the time periods of both the Hebrew Bible and New Testament and is an issue that the
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For a comparison of Abraham Kuyper and American Presbyterian theologian Robert
Lewis Dabney, see the work entitled “Southern-Fried Kuyper?” by Sean Michael Lucas
(2004).
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writers of the New Testament included in their epistles.^^ According to J A Loubser, a
Dutch Reformed theologian who opposed apartheid theology, the theory of Ham (the
father of Canaan)comes from the interpretation of Genesis 9: 18-27 when Ham’s
descendents were cursed to be the slaves of Shem and Japheth (7). In response to Ham
seeing his father's nakedness, Noah states: “Cursed be Canaan; lowest of slaves shall he
be to his brothers...Blessed by the Lord my God be Shem; and let Canaan be his slave.
May God make space for Japheth, and let him live in the tents of Shem; and let Canaan
be his slave (Genesis 9:25-27)(New Revised Standard Version). This story was later
used to theologically justify slavery by equating the descendents of Ham to mean all
Africans. With the emancipation of slaves in the early colony, the Biblical justification of
slavery dwindled in South Africa (Loubser 8). However, an ideology of white supremacy
used in conjunction with ideas of God’s providence prevailed in the mindset ofthe
Afrikaner people and contributed heavily to the justification of apartheid. Therefore the
theory of Ham,though refuted by the DRC in 1973, is important in acknowledging how
ideologies begin to affect the mindset of people groups and continue to affect them
through the formation of stereotypes and social segregation.
Though slavery was abolished, the ideology of dominant and subordinate groups
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It is important here to acknowledge the difference between slavery in the Hebrew Bible
in order to disassociate it from images conceived from the North Atlantic Slave Trade.
Slaves in ancient Judaism were more like indentured slaves who could pay off their debt
with work and be freed. Instructions for such slavery were given in Deuteronomy 15 and
Exodus 21. According to the Hebrew Jubilee, “a slave who became a brother in the faith
must be given his freedom after seven years”(Wells 214). In the sacred text of
Christianity, the book of Philemon offers insights into the socio-historical context of
slavery. According to David Wells, “Christianity established new moral and social
conditions that would render personal bondage unacceptable” (ibid.). For more insight to
the socio-historical and cultural context of the letter to Philemon, see the work of Allan
Callahan "Paul's Epistle to Philemon: Toward an
Argumentwn."
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grew in favor of institutionalized racism under the apartheid regime. This exemplifies
how laws can change faster than people can change their ideology. To support such
claims of social segregation based on race, apartheid scholars developed Biblical
justifications in favor of racialized hierarchy, rather than slavery.^"* DRC response to non
whites in communion services resulted in Biblically justified racism by interpreting Luke
17:7-10 to mean that Christ established a social order for servants and masters, thus
keeping them separate and unequal even in the church (Loubser 8). Luke 17:7-10 shows
Jesus telling a parable of faith to the apostles by using a relationship between a master
and a ser\^ant to show that servants do as their masters command without expecting
thanksgiving or reward. A DRC theologian in favor of segregation would interpret this
text to show that Jesus condoned a social order based on master and slave. Theologians
and clergymen also drew from 1 Corinthians 8:13 (“Therefore, if food is a cause of their
falling, 1 will never eat meat, so that I may not cause on ofthem to fall”) and
Deuteronomy 23:2 allowing no child “bom of an illicit union” to come into the
congregation of the Lord (ibid.). In this way,the Bible was used to justify socially
constructed ideas of race by equating whites as masters and blacks as servants and
“bastards.”
Furthermore, in response to British colonization and imperialism, the majority of
Afrikaner people (also known as Boer people) began to develop an independent
nationalism (De Villiers 29). As early as the beginning ofthe eighteenth century the
European settlers of South Africa were calling themselves Afrikaners. Their largely
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Racialized hierarchy refers to the structured inequality between groups in regards to
wealth, power, and cultural dominance based on the belief that one racial category is
innately more superior or inferior to another (Feagin & Feagin 409)
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agricultural occupation. Calvinist religion, and a developing independence of Dutch
authority, primarily against the Dutch East India Company,further characterized the
name, meaning “people of Africa”(De Villiers 28). By 1800, the Afrikaans language
became a symbol of white identity (Loubser 6).^^ Afrikaner nationalism grew in response
to adversity and resistance under British rule and was further solidified through events
previously noted such as The Great Trek, the Battle of Blood River, and the Anglo-Boer
War(Marx 85).

The themes of calling and election were major developments in the history ofthe
Afrikaner people since the Great Trek. The nationalist school ofthought considered each
nation responsible to a specific “calling’ from God for which they had been “elected” to
perform (Loubser 24). Of course, nationalism is not unique to South Africa. In fact, the
ideals of the French Revolution and Enlightenment were key contributors to Afrikaner
national awareness (Loubser 16). This is why the history of South Africa and the United
States of America cannot be considered without awareness of historical developments in
Europe. For example, the father of the French Revolution, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, saw
people not as individuals with unique identities but as collective people bound by purpose
and responsibility (Loubser 17). This idea later formed the theory of Volksgeist(the
people's spirit) in which it was believed that God gave each nation a Volksgeist. This
ideology would later become connected with identity and serve as a meaning maker for
people to first identify themselves with nation rather than self When people associate
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The Afrikaans language is a “simplified form of Dutch, which dropped certain
inflections and vocabulary items, modified the vowel sounds, and incorporated loan
words from other languages”(Thompson 52). Pop culture refers to Afrikaans as “kitchen
Dutch” because it originated as a means for slaves and burghers (white farmers)to
communicate. The modern Republic of South Africa has eleven official languages:
Afrikaans. English, and nine African languages(Thompson 52).
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themselves with a collective identity it can therefore be easy to establish an ideology into
the psyche of the people.

As Dutch theologian and historian Erica Meijers observes, white Afrikaner
nationalism in the development of apartheid can be seen as a reaction to the disintegration
of the colonial world from which they benefited (367). This observation shows how
Afrikaners were products of a specific socio-historical era in which they benefited from a
system that the modem world was taking down; colonization. Apartheid, created by the
Nationalist Party, thus became their response to the expectation of losing control and
power by forging a government which would prohibit the upward mobilization of
subordinate groups (ibid.). A subset of the Nationalist Party, called the Afrikaner
Broederbond (Brotherhood - hereafter AB)whose primary goal was to advance their
concept of what it meant to be an Afrikaner and the interests oftheir own members in
every conceivable area of the state, church, and society”(Ackermann 20). This meant
that Afrikaners and whites occupied the dominant class in society while every other race
and ethnic group was subjected to institutionalized marginalization. The AB was able to
do this through use of propaganda and strong identity affiliation within the white
community.

The Afrikaner Broederbond (Brotherhood - hereafter AB)was a secret society of
white Afrikaner farmers, businessmen, clergy and academics that used Nationalist Party
propaganda to promote Afrikaner pride and power in South Africa after gaining
independence from England (Thompson 162). Dirkie Smith, a former member of the AB,
described the organization as one through which Afrikaner interests would be protected
and promoted (73). This, drawing from the theory of systemic racism, was a mechanism
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of oppression b>’ creating an instrument of power to ensure white, Afrikaner hegemony.
One of the mechanisms the AB organized were centennial celebrations ofthe Great Trek
as a SN'mbol of Afrikaner independence and resistance (ibid.). Another way of promoting
Afrikaner identity was to build a monument to the Voortrekkers, depicting them as
heroes. Members of this group were devoutly religious and were influenced by their
opposition to the mixing of races. Through symbols connecting images ofthe past to
identity, they were able to contribute to the unity of Afrikaners as separate, independent
people as willed by God as influenced by the Volksgeist ideology(Thompson 162).
Eventually, the AB became heavily tied with the Nationalist Party, which took control of
South Africa in 1948 and instituted the apartheid regime to ensure white hegemony in
South Africa for four decades (Smith 74). The AB demonstrates the political significance
a religiously based group can obtain when it gains enough power. The AB effectively
connected the DRC to the Nationalist Party and therefore ensured that their ideas of
Afrikaner unity and supremacy were the backbone ofthe law.
Although there was opposition from Dutch Reformed theologians such as Beyers
Naude. BB Keet and Ben Marais, the development of“apartheidsteologie” can be
attributed to the Dutch Reformed Church(Koopman,“Racism” 158). By equating the
Afrikaner people with the nation of Israel in the Hebrew Bible, apartheid theologians
argued that Afrikaners were God’s chosen people to proclaim God’s kingdom to the
‘iieathens” in South Africa (ibid.). As history reveals, this presei*vation of election
required that they be separate from other groups in order to maintain autonomy and purity
of faith. .1 A Loubser connects “apartheidsteologie” with the Refonned tradition in South
Africa by calling it a “religion intent on self-preservation in an alien environment, with
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self-interest playing a major role in both cases''(xv). Loubser's view comes in light of
post-apartheid interpretations of the Tower of Babel.
The interpretation of the Tower of Babel is the single most importantjustification
of apartheid theology within the DRC. Koopman writes: “In the 1974 policy document of
the Dutch Reformed Church, Ras, Volk en Nasie en Volkereverhoudinge in die lig van die
Shdf translated into English as ‘Human Relations and the South African Scene in the
light of Scripture,' the Biblical principal of diversity was elevated to the status of a God
given principle of diversity on par with the unity of the church and of humanity with an
appeal to the episode of the Tower of Babel"(158).

A study into the theological hermeneutic of this doctrine further exemplifies how
Afrikaners, according to J.J.F Durand, used the text as a “latent motive of historical
experience (4). In his document, Bible and Race: The Problem with Hermeneutics,
Durand outlines four of the most important hermeneutical principles used by the
draftsmen of the often criticized “Human Relations and the South African Scene in the
light of Scripture" which was adopted by the General Synod ofthe Dutch Reformed
church in October 1974:
1. The Bible must be interpreted in accordance with recognized, reformed,
scientific, hermeneutic principles in keeping with its actual intention - it is not a
scientific text-book for empirical sociology or anthropology
2. The Scriptures must not be used biblicistically - texts much be interpreted in
their own context and in the context of the entire history of salvation
3. Although the Bible is not a scientific text-book, it does nevertheless present
fundamental data and principles of normative significance in all spheres of life.
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and this applies to relations between races and peoples as well
4. In dealing with Scriptural data the Church will constantly have to be aware of
the central theme of its preaching - i.e. the way of salvation in Christ and the
coming of the kingdom of God - and will have to indicate and extol the norms
that coincide with this theme in all spheres of life. (qtd. in Durand 4)

These guidelines addressed the intention, context and purpose of Biblical interpretation
but made no acknowledgement of the fact that when a reader interprets the Bible, he or
she is interpreting it in a specific socio-historical time in which culture influences
interpretation.

Even with the above proposed guidelines, Afrikaner draftsmen connected to the
Nationalist Party perceived the Tower of Babel as God’s idea for unity ofthe church by
keeping people separate based on culture and ethnicity. For this reason, the Tower of
Babel is the single most important justification of apartheid theology within the DRC.
Modem theologians now see the mistake in taking this story outside ofthe salvationhistoric context of Babel. Ironically, the criticism oftheir interpretation is on the basis of
their second point: sacred text events take place within their own context and the larger
context of salvation. J.J.F. Durand critically engages the context ofthe Tower of Babel in
that the people of Babel refused to respond to the will of God by imploring to keep God’s
blessings to themselves rather than be a blessing to the world. The draftsmen of apartheid
perceived the episode at Babel as God’s providence for human unity whereas Durand
sees it as '‘man's self-sufficiency and revolt against God”(5). In other words,from
Durand's critical perspective, the tower was a deliberate attempt to preserve power for
self In contrast, the draftsmen's conclusion of biblical diversity is such:
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For the purpose of our report the question arises as to whether Gen 11:1-9 can
ser\^e as a Scriptural basis for a policy of autogenous development? Our answer
is a qualified yes. The diversity of races and people to which the confusion of
tongues contributed, is an aspect of reality which God obviously intended for this
dispensation. To deny this fact is to side with the tower builders. Therefore a
policy which in broad terms(as distinct from its concrete implementation) bears
this reality in mind, is Biblically realistic in the good sense of the word.(qtd. in
Durand 6)

In Durand s opinion, this conclusion on ethnic diversity “is completely stripped of its
supposed salvation-historical framework and starts to function in itself as a God-given
principle (ibid.) In other words, this episode was taken out of its specific socio-historic
context and equated as a command from God in the face of all human diversity and as
such was used

as justification for separate development, which eventually led to the

oppression of certain racial and ethnic groups.
The latent motive to which Durand refers is directly stated by the document: It
is therefore a question of whether the diversity of peoples accords with the will of God
and whether it was God’s intention, from the outset, to differentiate the human race in
this way. If this question is answered in the affirmative, we already have an indication
that we should judge and evaluate the existence as a positive premise’”(qtd. in Durand
7). The document then approaches the defining conclusion:
From the fact that the existence of a diversity of peoples is accepted as a
relative, but nevertheless real, premise, one may infer that the New Testament
allows for the possibility that a given country may decide to regulate its inter-
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people relationships on the basis of separate development — considering its own
peculiar circumstances, with due respect for the basic norms which the Bible
prescribes for the regulation of social relations and after careful consideration of
all possible solutions offered,(qtd. in Durand 7)

Such men obserx'ed the diversity of homo sapiens and used the New Testament to support
the idea that diversity should be maintained by separating groups to prohibit
intermarriage, intermixing, and cultural assimilation. The social relations, as noted
previously, would mean that whites were the New Testament equivalent of masters and
blacks and other ethnic groups were servants. Theologians who opposed apartheid would
say that apartheid's attempt at separate development went completely against God’s plan
for redemption in the world in which all of humanity would be cleansed by the blood of
his son, Jesus Christ. Apartheid theology assumed that because humans were physically
diverse in their appearance, socially diverse in the structure offamily and community,
and linguistically diverse in language that humans are more different than they are alike.
Despite such official documents and in the light ofthe work of opposing
theologians, laymen, and civil servants, the redemptive work of Christ was recognized as
equal amongst all people leading the Dutch Reformed Mission Church to formally
declare apartheid a sin in 1978(Koopman 158). Reverend Dr. Allan Aubrey Boesak at
the World Council of Churches in 2002 compared the Babylonian and apartheid ideal of
unity at the Tower of Babel:
It is that their unity, their being together, their sameness have become so
precious that they did not dare risk it in confrontation with the world. What
drove them was not the preservation of the world, but preseiv^ation of self.
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blessing for themselves. What they had in mind was not the salvation ofthe
world, but the self-engrandizement of Babel.(Boesak)

Therefore, we can draw the conclusion that though the members ofthe DRC were once
oppressed, they became the oppressor by determining that God set them apart for the
purpose of preser\'ing identity and purity. Though they saw themselves as kingdom
builders, they conceptualized that kingdom as preserving their dominance and ensuring
they would never again be the oppressed people.
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Chapter IV: Biblical Interpretations of Race Relations in the Presbyterian Church of
America

As previously noted, the Presbyterian Church of America has roots in the split
between Northern and Southern Presbyterians based, in part, on the issue of slavery.
Slavery, however, was not the driving issue. According to Ligon Duncan, church
historian and PCA senior minister at First Presbyterian Church in Jackson, Mississippi, at
the denomination s founding meeting, a man offered the draftsmen 1 million dollars to be
a segregationalist denomination but he was denied (Duncan). The significance of this
event shows that the PCA was not founded solely on slave or race related issues. This,
however, does not dismiss the historical promotion of racial ideology that existed within
the Presbyterian Church in the South. Here we will investigate how racial ideology was
permeated through the church by drawing from the works of prominent theologians and
how they interpreted the role of Africans in society in relation to salvation and the role, or
lack there of, of the church on political issues.
In response to how the PCA has dealt with race issues Duncan says, “The sins of
the PCA have by and large been [in] turning a blind eye.” Duncan views the South as a
“shame based culture” and argues that shame is a part of the Southern story. Duncan
explained his opinion that Southerners are tired of hearing the same story that makes
them the persecutor of the people, and for this reason, they resist any mention of the past.
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Historian James Farmer offers a similar theor}^: "Unwilling, or perhaps unable, to
confront the ugliness of a system that was so fundamental to their way of life, they
[Southerners] rationalized it into something they could defend”(197). This “shame based
culture" has influenced the church's tendency to hide behind the doctrine ofthe
spirituality of church as a blanket to hide its eyes from political action.

Furthermore, anti-racism theology offended Southerners to the point that it was
often ignored. Driven by a concern that culture, rather than the Bible, was driving the
issue of racial reconciliation. Southerners dismissed abolitionist theology as a product of
cultural assimilation rather that Biblical authority (Farmer 206). In other words,the
theology was not accessible to the average Southerner; it was neither in his or her
language nor was it from a voice coming from within the community. In essence, the
perception was that outsiders were once again telling Southerners where they went wrong
and how to fix it. Abolitionist theologians came most often in the form of voices from the
North, in "whom Southerners detected a maddening self-righteousness and
condescension"(Farmer 206). Even though these men from the North were Christians,
their theology was considered too liberal to the point of being deemed heretical by
Southerners (ibid.) The slavery debate thus became an attack not only on economy, but
also modem ideology in the form of rationalism and finally a threat against Christian
doctrine and thus, to Southern churchmen,“the soul of American society [was] at stake”
(Fanner 206).

Duncan believes that the Southern heritage is one built on tradition, family, and
allegiance: they are connected not only to each other but also to land worked by the hands
of their fathers and their fathers before them. The memory of the Civil War. however
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subconscioush- held, has greatly affected the South in ways that often come out in
moments of great distress. Southerners, however, are not as homogenous as some would
like to make them sound. As Paul Carter suggests, “Different segments ofthe Christian
community...have always been able to view the same issue from several perspectives
simultaneously, and periods of crisis and transition tend to emphasize and exacerbate
these differences” (4). The Presb>4erian development of racial ideology is not the sole
source of racism in the Southern United States. Every denomination has its roots, its
radicals, and its story. The story of racism in the PCA is not one of doctrinal orthodoxy
with a well-defined theology, as in the case with the DRC of South Africa. However,
looking at specific socio-historical, economical, and political events that helped shape the
PCA s worldview provides insight into the story of racism in this denomination.
Part of the theory of systemic racism involves the dominant group’s
rationalization of oppression (Feagin & Feagin 48). One such religious justification of
oppression was the value of slavery to the souls of Africans as claimed by the pastoral
letter “Narrative of the State of Religion” of 1837:
To what source so promising can we turn for missionaries to traverse the sands
of Africa, as to this numerous people? They are providentially placed among
us
...The prayer of every benevolent heart should ascend to God for their best
interests, and especially that all classes of them may be delivered from that
worst of bondage, the thralldom of sin and Satan,(qtd. in Slade 97)

In the eyes of 19^*^ century Presbyterianism, freedom for slaves meant personal salvation,
not political and economic emancipation. Slavery thus “served the best interest” by
giving Africans salvation through .lesus Christ and giving Southerners the fruit of the
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African's labor.
Religious debate on slaver}' also took place with economics and politics involved.
According to Joseph Wilson, within the PCA the Gardner Spring “Resolutions” is
considered "one of the most significant actions ever taken in the history ofthe
Presbyterian Church"(qtd. in "PCA History"). The Resolutions, given in 1861 by
Gardner Spring of the New York Presbytery to the General Assembly asked that all
pastors and members swear political allegiance to the Federal Government ofthe United
States. This resolution would require all Southern presbyteries to renounce slavery and
free all current sla\es and thus demolish the Southern economy. The sigmficance of this
proposal, which came at the beginning of the Civil War, added to the growing tension
between the North and South and effectively led to the schism of the Presbyterian Church
in the U.S.A (ibid.). Southern protest to the Resolution was based on the arguement that
the General Assembly had no right to decide on political questions because it was purely
a religious based organization (ibid.). Thus began the strict adherence to church issues
rather than political issues within the Presbyterian Church in the South. As will be
discussed later. Southern Presbyterian refusal to act on political matters will be a defining
contributor to how its history has been perceived. It was because ofthe choice not to act,
and thus allow oppression to continue, that the church suffers under pervasive racial
blame and guilt.
James Henry Thomwell and Robert L. Dabney are two prominent theologians
who contributed to the racial ideology of the PCA. Dabney was a Virginia minister who
served as Chief of State to Confederate General Thomas “Stonewall” Jackson (Wells
213). He is a man of contested populaiity in Presbyterian circles, though regarded by
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some as “perhaps ihe greatest...Southern Presb>terian theologian of nineteenth-century
America"(Wells 208). According to senior Presbyterian minister and church historian
Sean Michael Lucas:
Most historians have not been friendly toward Dabney...historian Charles Reagan
Wilson obser\ ed that Dabney was *a racist a strident reactionary, and an
embittered man'...Donald Mathews excoriated Dabney as ‘a Presbyterian
theologian v\ ho mistook abolitionists for despoiling his homeland, and screamed
as

his Presb\'terian colleagues for daring to consider the training and ordination

ol African-American presb>1ers.(17)

Dabney s greatest contribution to Southern religious racial ideology is found in his book
A Defense of J irginia (And Through Her, ofthe South), which was intended to serve “as
a defense of sla\ ery aimed toward England as a potential Southern ally, it was also
directed to issues arising in the Presb>lerian Church in the Confederate States of
America (Lucas, “Robert Lew'is Dabney" 117). Dabney’s agenda in the book was to
defend the notion that slavery was not a sin “through historical, biblical, and economic
arguments"(Lucas 118). His defense was based on his observation that slavery was never
condemned in the Bible (Wells 214). Dabney’s biblical defense of slavery was that “the
Bible teaches that the relation of master and slave is perfectly lawful and right, provided
only its duties be lawfully fulfilled"(Lucas 120). Dabney, much like apartheid supporting
DRC theologians, began with Genesis 9: the theory of Ham. Dabney concluded that the
curse of Ham and Canaan did not justify African slavery but proved “the origin of
domestic slavery"(Lucas 120). In Dabney's view, God’s solution for “the peculiar moral
degradation of a part of the race" was through the providence of slavery (ibid.) It was
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therefore beliexed that since God sanctioned slavery for the salvation ofthe inferior races
of people it was not a sin.~^
James Henr> Thomwell was a conseiv^ative Calvinist ofthe Old School tradition
and the principal spokesman for the Presbyterian Church in the Confederate States of
America (Wells 232). He was known as ‘‘our Southern giant” and “the Calhoun ofthe
Church"(Fanner 41

As a spokesperson of the church during a time of instability in

regards to theology. go\emment and slavery, Thomw'ell devoted most of his
contributions in this direction (Wells 236). ThomwelFs “hermeneutical principles [were]
that w'hatever is not commanded in the Bible is forbidden”(ibid.) Much like Dabney,
Thomw'ell did not belie\ e the Bible condemned slavery (Wells 237). His “Doctrine of
Spirituality" w as therefore interpreted by Southern Presbyterians to allow the
preservation of sla\'ery due to the fact that it was considered a “political,” not “spiritual,”
issue. The “Doctrine of Spirituality" states:
The pro\'inces of the Church and State are perfectly distinct, and the one has no
right to usurp the jurisdiction of the other. The State is a natural institute,
founded in the constitution of man as moral and social, and is designed to realize
the idea of grace. It is the society of the redeemed. The State aims at social
order; the Church at spiritual holiness. The state looks to the visible and
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For more information on the influence of the theory of Ham on slavery an
relations, see: Whitford. David. The Curse ofHam in the Early Modern
^
^
and Justifications for Slavery. Burlington: Ashgate Publishing Company,20 . rmt.
“The Calhoun of the church” refers to John C. Calhoun who was an advocate ot
nullification of states rights from federal law. His arguments were used to defend slavery
and in support of seceding from the Union. For a collection of his works, see. Fence,
Ross., ed. Unity and Liberty: The Political Philosophy ofJohn C. Calhoun. Indianapolis:
IJbertN Fund. 1992.
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outw ard: the Church is concerned for the invisible and inward...TTiey are as
planets mo\ ing in dilTerent orbits,(qtd. in Slade 100)

Thus. Thom well's “Doctrine of Spirituality of Church" was a key contribution to
the de\ elopment of the PresbMerian mindset towards race. Presbyterians perceived
Thomwell s \ icw on the spirituality of church as the duty to concern itself only with
matters of the ph> sical church bod>-. They believed that since the church and state were
planets mo\ ing in ditterent orbits" that the church had no authority over the state, and
the state had no auihorit\" o\er the church.

According to Peter Slade. Thomw’ell compared with other thinkers produced
perhaps the most sophisticated theological arguments in defense of slavery (Slade 98).
Later in life. 1 hornwell agreed with abolitionists that the injustice of slavery was abuse,
but called on Southern sla\ eholders to reform slavery rather than abolish it altogether
(ibid.). Thornwell argued that slavery w'as a part of God's providence for the “moral
progress of enslaved Africans (ibid.). According to Thornwell, slavery was a condition
founded in a curse but from which God extracted a blessing (ibid.). Thornwell used the
book

of Philemon for the basis of his Biblical interpretation ofslavery in the Bible. The

book of Philemon tells the story of Philemon, a wealthy Christian in the church at
Colosse. Philemon was the master of Onesimus whom Paul met during his first
imprisonment in Rome (59 to 62 CE). Paul wrote the letter to Philemon to ask him to
forgiv'e Onesimus who had run away. Contemporary Biblical scholar Allen Callahan
suggests that this letter was not a command on appropriate master/servant relationship but
rather a guide to reconciliation (375). This interpretation contrasts that of Thornwell and
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shows that there can be multiple interpretations to the same text and that interpretations
sre often alleeted b\ pre\ ailing ideology and culture.

More reeentK. b\ refusing to act on social reforms such as the Civil Rights
movement, the PC A allowed for the persistence of the status quo within the realm oftheir
denomination. According to Peter Slade, the “Doctrine of Spirituality of Church” was the
Biblical justification gi\en bv the Southern Presbyterian Church to stay out of matters
relating to state allegiance (5). Though Southern reaction may not have been an
intentional matter of race, it was a promotion of racial stratification that would ensure
w/hite hegemony in the South. Thus, the Presbyterian Church in America reacted to
political oppression based on race by refusing to act at all as indicated by the doctrine of
spirituality of church. Historian .lack P. Maddex argues that the Southern Presbyterian
interpretation of 1 homwell's doctrine was unintended by its author(Slade 100).
Nevertheless, the spirituality of the church became one of the Southern church’s key
distinctive doctrines and remained a part of the ideology of the church (Slade 100,102).

Dr. Duncan's view on the sins of the PCA echo the legacy ofthe doctrine ofthe
spirituality of the church. Though all of the developments discussed in this chapter
occurred before the founding of the PCA,the work of these theologians and their position
papers on slavery remained alive in the way the PCA acted towards race issues at the end
of the 20'

century. The PCA exemplifies how churches, theologians, and laypeople

are

products of culture and history. Since men and women who practice interpretation within
specific socio-historical circumstances shape lived theology, religion is not immune to
social ideology. In this regard, the PCA displays the importance of understanding history
and culture in the context of religion and racial ideology.
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Conclusion

I he DRC and PC A otTer further framework for understanding the mutual
influence ol history, culture and religion. These case studies demonstrate how racial
ideology connected to biology is a historical development which began due to
colonization. It is also one in which the colonizers had power to define racial groups on
basic assumptions \\ hich then denied these groups civil rights on the basis of being
inferior races. I he study ot history’ and culture allows the reader to see the events
surrounding the interpretation of the religious communities, which affected their racial
ideology. Historical events such as the Battle of Blood River played a significant role in
reinforcing ideas of supremacy thus resulting in the growing nationalism ofthe Afrikaner
people as the chosen people of God. Perhaps most academics would not argue the mutual
interaction of culture, history and religion but as shown by the Biblical interpretations of
the PCA, religious communities and society were once considered separate, independent
entities. The history and interpretations of these denominations have been compared to
demonstrate the simple fact that people are people, whether they are from the Southern
United States or South Africa. People are not immune to the malices of greed and power.
Religious adherents are no exception to the appeal and power of privilege.

It is tempting when one is comparing two bodies of work to want to find a
monocausation of events. It w^ould be to easy to point to one specific event, one key
defining interpretation of Afrikaners and Southerners, and make that the means to an end
on the subject of racial fonnation. Perhaps it comes from a human tendency to want to
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know

something outside itself and be able to claim territory on that finding; to understand

a piece of the w orld to w hich no other being can scratch the surface. Thejourney in
discovering the Biblical interpretations concerning race cannot, as the vast amount of
literature and theories show, be traced down one path. In order to do justice to the
eomplexity ol racism and religious interpretation, one must also study the history and
culture within w hich the interpretation takes place. It requires the insight ofinsiders, the
unbiased opinion of outsiders, and the work of sociologists, historians, theologians, and
lay people of the church. The problem with race has been one of knowing one thing, the
color of skin, while assuming others: morality, intelligence, occupation, etc. Racism
w/ithin religious traditions cannot be deconstructed with one final mark across a canvas.
This thesis attempted to further conscious awareness ofthe multidimensional formation
of racial ideology in the DRC and PCA. Based offthe research ofthis thesis, I propose
four contributions to the academic and lived theology worlds ofreligious studies.

First, the historical-critical method offers an important insight into the role ofthe
reader in Biblical interpretation. Scholars have a valuable role in this method to make it
accessible and learned by pastors and theologians in order to create awareness ofthe role
of the reader. According to South African theologian Gerald West, the historical-critical
method seeks to understand “the relationship between the text and the author

or source

(23). There are many approaches to historical-critical method including textual criticism.
source criticism, fonn criticism, tradition criticism and redaction criticism (ibid.).
Furthermore. West argues that the focus cannot be on the text itself but also the reader
because he or she plays a significant role in the interpretation oftexts (ibid.). Thus,
laymen of the church should be instructed in his or her role in interpretation of texts. As
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in the case ol the I ower ot Babel in DRC hermeneutics, the historical-critical method
could ha\ e been applied to pre\ ent oppressive theology from developing into a sociopoliticallv
> oppressi\ e regime by in\estigating the interest ofthe interpreter in light ofthe
Biblical

event ol interest. South African theologian Dirk Smit says that the “historicaJ-

critical paradigm” was ne\ er emphasized enough during the development ofapartheid
(qtd. m West 49). In other words. Biblical interpretation was not critically engaged to the
extent that it questioned the reader's motive of personal interest in the outcome of
interpretation. West argues that, though the historical-critical method is of use in
understanding context and interpretation, it has largely been a topic amongst scholars and
IS relatively inaccessible to the rest of the interpreting community,thus making it
oftentimes

inaccessible to the critique offered by oppressed communities(50). For this

reason, the historical-critical method needs to be critiqued and made more accessible to
the average student of religion. Biblical studies, or theology.

Second is a proposal for the diversity of hermeneutics. White men of European
and American institutions hav e historically dominated theological seminaries.
institutions, and conlerences (Felder 6). This “Eurocentric” scholarship has become the
most
prestigious form ol'interpretation against which all other fields- feminist,
liberation, black theology - are compared (ibid.). I suggest instead ofseeing these forms
of interpretation as competition to white hegemony that churches and conservative
seminaries see that no one denomination or school ofthought holds the monopoly on
truth. It

important to give weight to differing opinions because, as demonstrated by the

role ofihe Dutch Reformed Mission Church in South Africa when they pronounced
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apanheid

sin. these opinions can often shed light on the blind spots ofother

denominations.

I hird. as e\ ideneed b\ the history’ of the Presb>1erian Church of America, culture
can ha\ e an alfect on interpretation bv supporting notions of white supremacy but also,
gi^ ing attention to \ oices of liberation, culture can shed light on injustices that the
pri\ ilcged refuse to acknou ledge. Culture is shaped not only by ideology but also the
action and reactions of the past. By developing a sense of nationalism and shared
experienced among a particular people group, the pervasive ideology ofthat group was
passed down from generation to ueneration among Afrikaners and white Southern
Americans. In regards to theology influenced by dominant cultural ideology, David Wells
says of men such as Robert L. Dabney. “Like all other fallen men,including theologians,
he had blind spots w here his de\ otion to the culture made it difficult for him to interpret
the will ofGod"(WeIls 214). For this reason, the work of historians, sociologists, and
anthropologists is useful in pointing out “blind spots” and should not be seen as a threat
to powder but as a system of“checks and balances” for Biblical interpretation.

Fourth, in Sfony the Road We Trod, Bishop Hoyte suggests that academic Biblical
studies give a greater emphasis to the importance of culture in understanding Biblical
interpretation. I his thesis supports Ho)'te's suggestion by showing how culture
influences religion much like religion influences culture. Though culture is dynamic and
in a process of constant change, it is worthwhile to study how ideology is formed in
society through citizens, economy, and politics.
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This thesis

concludes on the con\ iction that religion and society are not two

separate entities but are institutions whose people occupy the same time and space and
are therefore mutually intluential. Unfortunately, there has been a disconnect between the
academic religious studies world and the lived theology world ofthe church based on
conservati\ e ideals of unit) and separateness which led these denominations, notable the
PCA. to refuse influence from opposing sides. This ‘‘w^hite space”, the space between
academia and religious communities, could be seen as a theoretical and practical middle
ground from w hich to fmht for racial reconciliation. A weapon for the battle in racial
reconciliation can beuin w ith a simple step in communication between these two fields.
In response to the importance of culture. I suggest fiirther research into how culture is
formed and maintained. Simgestions for further research include an extensive reading of
the primary
y texts that led to racial ideology. A greater understanding ofthe methods of
hermeneutics would also contribute to unpacking the interpretations leading to racial
ideology.

could also be applied to the current events within the

denomination in relation to racial reconciliation. Peter Slade’s Open Friendship in a
Closed Soci
e/e/)’ explores the vvork of Mission Mississippi and gives an insightful look into
what
^f'csbyterians are doing in response to their past.^* The work ofthe Truth and
Reconciliati^^j.^
resulting tVo
jj^stitutions

g^uth Africa offers first hand accounts of mjustices
apartheid. The w

orld has spoken out against the inconsistency ofreligious

promoting racism w

hile preaching doctrines oflove and liberation. Likewise,
world ofracial reconciliation

the DR(y
PCA are responding to their past to create a
28

South, l--■Or

"^^ated in .lackson, Mississippi in 1993 to be an organization
● ssissippi was
*^oity and rac ■ ● Reconciliation through the cooperation of churches in the
Oiore information of the work of this organization, see Peter Slade s book
in a ( 'lOSL’C/.SVkk'O'
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for present and future generations. These two case studies further the research of
approaching interpretations with a conscious aw'areness of culture and history.
Ultimately this thesis attempted to compare these denominations in order to gain a better
understanding ol'their role in racial fomiation in order to lead to future research in how
these denominations can facilitate racial reconciliation. This thesis has been helpful in my
own joumc\- oi' understanding the role religion plays in society. 1 hope it is helpful to
contemporar> elTorts at reconciliation and racial equality by suggesting that, though
histor>' cannot he changed, reaction to the past affects present day racial relations and
thus must be studied to understand where culture has been wrong and how it can prevent
future wrongs h\ den\ inu the preser\ ation of self when brothers and sisters are being
oppressed.
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